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At Snapper, we consider ourselves to be a technology 
company, specialising in the transport industry, rather 
than as a transport company that makes technology.  
For the past few years, driven by the zeitgeist of 
smartphones, we have been focused on the delivery of 
mobile channels. The development of our Mobile Reload 
app, first for use with a Snapper card in Wellington’s 
transport network and then as a white-labelled product to 
be used by other transport authorities, has changed the 
face of our services and our company. 

Yet mobile technology is not what 
drives us. We do not measure our 
own performance by how well our 
products keep up with the available 
technology – not directly anyway. We’re 
most interested in what our end-users 

think and feel about us, and how they 
experience our products and services.

The Snapper operation is particularly 
special, as the end-users of our 
products are not our customers.  

Why your users, not technology, 
drive your business – even if you 
are a tech business

“You’ve got to start 
with the customer 
experience, and 
work back toward 
the technology”

 Steve Jobs

They are the customers of our 
customers – the bus, cable car and 
taxi companies and the Wellington 
City Council, which runs the on-street 
parking meters. We have provided the 
technology that their customers use. 
Therefore, we do not earn our income 
directly from the end-users. 

Yet our brand appears on the products 
they use, and we operate the service 
centres, in-app feedback and front the 
social media channels for the cards 
and apps. The reason for this will be 
explained in this white paper, as well 
as why we believe that measuring 
and maintaining high user satisfaction 
directly impacts your bottom line. We’ll 
also reveal what measures of customer 
satisfaction we use, and how we 
respond to the subsequent results.
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Why the transport industry 
has missed the bus on 
customer satisfaction

Traditionally, commuters 
are depicted as disengaged 
at best, or downright 
grumpy at worst. A ride on 
a commuter service tends 
to confirm, rather than 
refute, the accuracy of  
this depiction. 

Public transport commuters themselves 
see the use of transit services as 
necessary, but a bit of a ‘daily grind’. 
For example, it is not uncommon for 
the bus service to be given the tongue-
in-cheek moniker of ‘loser cruiser’. 

The public transport industry, for 
its part, focuses on broadcast-style 
communications rather than on 
conversations with its users. And 
often, the communication announces 
a service issue such as a bus drivers 
strike, or a fare increase. Public 
transport users usually only get in 
touch with transport operators when 
there is a problem (sadly no one 
calls to compliment the timeliness of 
the service or the cleanliness of the 
seats). This means that almost all 
communications between transport 
operators and their customers begin 
with a problem, frustration or failure.  
It’s no wonder commuters can 
be grumpy! But why this lack of 
communication with public  
transport customers? 

1. Historical lack  
of choices 

Most public transport networks were 
set up by local government to service 
local populations and get them around 
town. The population they served 
usually had limited choices otherwise 
– either not having access to a private 
car, or not being able to afford any of 
the private transport alternatives. Like 
many industries performing a necessary 
public service, there was no emphasis 
placed on the customer experience.

2.  Focus on the 
functional

As public transport networks are 
usually funded (and often subsidised) 
by local government, the service was 
considered a utility. Public transport 
operators focused on the delivery 
of that utility. They tended to assess 
their performance by inward-looking 
measures like level of adherence to the 
schedule they set themselves, and the 
number of fares paid on each route. 

These measures were often perfunctory 
as, being public services, they were not 
required to turn a profit, or show that 
the people they served were happy. 
Rarely, if ever, did they ask their end-
users how they felt. In recent years, 
however, public transport authorities 
have been coming under increasing 
pressure to prove value for money.

There are two main reasons:

“Almost all 
communications 
between transport 
operators and their 
customers begin 
with a problem, 
frustration or failure.”
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But why should the transport industry care now?

The rise of the peer-to-peer economy has seen the launch of ride-sharing services like 
Uber, which has disrupted the transportation industry. Suddenly, a viable alternative to 
regulated taxis is emerging, and at a lower price point. And Uber, like all peer-to-peer 
businesses, is primarily driven by customer satisfaction, with measurement enabled via 
online rating as part of the service. Uber drivers also review the customers to ensure a 
good experience for all their drivers. 

1 Opinions differ on the exact parameters of this generation, but as ‘Millennials’ were first defined as the generation coming of age around the year 
2000 – by authors William Strauss and Neil Howe in their 1991 book Generations: the History of America’s Future, 1584 to 2069 – we have adopted 
this definition in our analysis.

Uber has reinvented the customer 
journey by designing the best-possible 
experience for both riders and drivers 
and supporting this with modern 
smartphone-centred technology. They 
are already ahead of traditional taxi 
companies in the use of technology and 
customer satisfaction. If the use of Uber 
becomes ubiquitous, taxi companies (if 
they survive) will be left with passengers 
that Uber has blacklisted. 

Could this scenario happen with public 
transport? Absolutely!

The rise of the 
Generation Me
They are known as Millennials,  
Gen Y, Generation Me, and The Now 
Generation. We are talking about people 
born between the 1980s and the 
mid-late 2000s.1 This generation, now 
joining the workforce, have always had 
access to internet-connected devices. 
Laptops, tablets and cell phones are as 
pervasive and important to them as 
having access to a car was to the 
previous generation (Generation X). 

Interestingly Millennials are less 
concerned with owning or driving a car, 
because they see connectivity as giving 
them the freedom that Generation Xers 
derived from having car access to get 
them to where they wanted to go. 

This makes Millennials more likely to 
be long-term users of public transport 
– as long as they can get what they 
want, while getting to where they want. 
And what they want is to be heard. 
If they contact a company via the 
internet, they expect to be responded 
to via the same channel – and fast. 
Millennials have no qualms about 
complaining vocally and publicly about 
the failings (or perceived failings) of 
the companies they deal with. They 
have a loaded social media profile, and 
they’re not afraid to use it. Cases where 
companies have failed to recognize 
the power of this are scattered all over 
the internet, such as the recent case of 
Miss Moonshine’s social media storm: 
Mysogyny to apology. These days, 
complaints and criticism can go viral 
very quickly and can negatively impact 
a business.

http://www.nzherald.co.nz/business/news/article.cfm%3Fc_id%3D3%26objectid%3D11615551
http://www.nzherald.co.nz/business/news/article.cfm%3Fc_id%3D3%26objectid%3D11615551
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industries that have got it right

In transportation-related 
industries, airlines lead the 
pack in customer satisfaction. 
Our own national carrier Air 
New Zealand has invested 
extensively in customer 
satisfaction and reaped  
the rewards. 

Air New Zealand are frequent winners in 
the Roy Morgan Customer Satisfaction 
Awards, and keep tabs on the satisfaction 
of their customer base via the My Voice 
online survey tool. This has resulted in 
Air New Zealand continuing to grow in a 
sustainable manner, which is a significant 
shift from a position where they were 
rescued from near bankruptcy by the 
New Zealand Government in 2002. 

Kiwi success story Icebreaker has changed 
the face of their business, and their 
product by listening to their customers. In 
2008 they were a successful active-wear 
brand, when they launched the Baacode: 
a code on every Icebreaker garment label, 
which enabled consumers to trace the 
wool in their garment back through the 
supply chain to the farm. Although the 
technology was expensive and technically 
challenging, Icebreaker persisted because 
of their commitment to sustainability, and 
because their customers demanded proof 
of this before they were prepared to buy 
the product. Baacode received extensive 
coverage in international media, which had 
a direct impact on the company’s growth.  
It has propelled them from being an  
active-wear company to being a fashion 
brand, expanding their market threefold  
in the process.

The industries that have got it right
They tout each of their theme parks as being ‘The happiest place on Earth’, 
so The Walt Disney Company is very committed to ensuring their customers 
are happy with them. They have their own model for customer satisfaction, 
The Compass Model, shown below.

The compass model for customer satisfaction

The Compass Model for Customer Satisfaction (The Compass 
Model is the intellectual property of The Walt Disney Company. 

See Theodore Kinni, Be Our Guest: Perfecting the Art of Customer 
Service, second edition, Lake Buena Vista, USA.)

s

n

W e

neeDs
What your customer needs  
to get out of the experience. 

“I need to get from 
Lambton Quay to Mairangi 

Road before 3pm”

sTereoTYpes
Perceived notions that customers have, 

positive or negative, about the experience. 
“The bus never arrives on schedule,  

so I need to leave earlier.”

eMoTions
What customers feel or are 

likely to feel. 
“Waiting for the bus to 
arrive made me anxious 
that I would be late to 

collect the kids”

WAnTs
The underlying purpose 

of the experience, stated, 
unstated or not even  

fully recognized by them. 
“I want a relaxing  
trip so I can be  

happy when I pick  
up the kids.”

http://www.roymorgan.com/products/satisfaction-awards
http://www.roymorgan.com/products/satisfaction-awards
http://www.airnzmyvoice.co.nz/myvoice/


Why your users, not technology, drive your business – even if you are a tech business

6

Not quite as radical an overhaul as Dr Paddi 
Lund, but the Airport Flyer service in 
Wellington has similarly used customer 
service to differentiate themselves. The 
service is a luxury air-conditioned coach 
with free WiFi. The cost is less than for hiring 
a private taxi, but significantly more than the 
public transport options. It is a well-used 
and profitable service.

customer service focus 
in the transport industry

The crazy Australian Dentist
Obviously air travel and fine merino garments are luxury, aspirational 
products, not a utility, so it’s not surprising that customer service  
plays a critical role in those industries. At the more utilitarian and 
negatively perceived end of the scale is dentistry, and the case of  
the “Crazy Australian Dentist”, Dr Paddi Lund.

You winced just thinking about dentists, didn’t you? Well, spare 
a thought for the impact this has had on the dentists themselves. 
According to Business Insider Australia, dentists are 5.45 times  
more likely to commit suicide than the average worker.

Dr Lund had indeed found himself contemplating suicide. He had run 
his own dental practice for more than 15 years, and was, financially, 
very successful. But Dr Lund found that he was working long hours – 
sometimes seven days a week – and having a wince-worthy job was 
taking its toll on him personally. 

So he decided to do something radical. He wanted to turn his practice 
from a necessary grudge-purchase into a desirable health service, and 
make his patients and himself happy in the process. His solution was a 
customer experience overhaul. 

He took down his sign, locked his door and ‘fired’ more than half of his 
patients. He replaced the reception desk with a beverage station serving 
30+ varieties of tea and coffee and sugar-free treats. As he had fewer 
than half the original clientele, he never kept anyone waiting, and he 
personalised every patient visit to his dental practice – playing whatever 
music they enjoyed, having whichever healthy treats they liked on hand, 
and being genuinely interested in what was happening in their lives – all 
with the aid of a comprehensive customer database. And Dr Lund upped 
his prices…considerably. 

Dr Lund now works 23 hours a week, instead of 80 hours. There is a 
two-year waiting list for his practice (it’s a ‘by invitation only’ list), and his 
patients fly across the country to see him. He is happy. His patients are 
happy. The service Dr Lund offers is still a necessity, but for his patients, 
it’s no longer a grudge purchase.

6
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What snapper does to keep up 
with the hairstylists and vets 
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Here at Snapper, we believe that commuting need not  
be miserable or difficult – we strive to make every day  
a little easier. So we are primarily driven by customer 
satisfaction – although not, as previously explained,  
of our own customers. 

When passengers are satisfied, our 
customers (the transport operators) are 
satisfied, which makes us happy and 
gives us the opportunity to provide more 
services.

We proactively contact our cardholders, 
so that not every conversation begins 
with a problem. We involve them in 
product development and seek their 
feedback prior to the release on new 
products and services. And when there 
is an issue, we own up, and involve the 
customers in solving that problem. This 
was the case when one of our own mobile 
app updates wrecked the mobile reload 
experience for some of our users – read 
about how we turned that around and 
made advocates out of the complainers. 
Also, check out this case study about 
how a customer service tweak made 
our end users happy, and impacted our 
bottom line positively in the process!

We track the mood of our end-users 
with Net Promoter Score (NPS). We 
undertake this continually, by asking a 
different group of our customers every 
day to respond to a single question 
using a third-party provider, Ask Nicely. 
The respondents are asked – How 
likely are you to recommend Snapper 
to your friends and family? We receive 
a 24% response rate to these requests, 
often including free text comments. 
Each month, we track and trend these 
comments to identify any new trends or 
an increase in concern for an existing 
issue or product gap, which helps us 
prioritise our programme of work.

Where our NPS ranks in relation to other 
industries is illustrated in the diagram above.

Frankly, we’re delighted to rank between 
hairstylists and vets – the people who 
service our personal grooming and those 

who keep our beloved furry friends 
healthy. Public transport does not  
appear in this graph as there is an 
insufficient number of public  
transport operators using NPS  
to provide a benchmark. 

In addition to NPS, we keep a very  
close eye on reviews of our app, and  
in-app feedback via Apptentive. We 
respond to negative reviews, and work  
to turn those around, and into positive 
reviews. Our app is currently sitting  
on a Google Play score of 3.9 stars  
from around 800 ratings.

We also listen intently on Facebook and 
Twitter, and engage with our community 
for both positive and negative discussion. 
Social media has proven to be a valuable 
tool for alerting us instantly if there is a 
problem with our service, and for finding 
willing alpha and beta testers for new 
products and services. Listening via social 
media did not cost us a fortune. There 
are competitively priced tools available 
that can amplify your listening (such as 
Hootsuite, TweetDeck, Twilert), as well 
as free tools like the Facebook/Twitter/
LinkedIn analytics, socialmention.com  
and whostalking.com. 

At Snapper, we like to keep company with the hairstylists and vets in terms of customer satisfaction, even if our 
business is more closely aligned to utility providers like telcos and ISPs.

new Zealand nps Benchmarking 2015

https://services.snapper.co.nz/a-funny-thing-happened-on-the-way-to-humility/
https://services.snapper.co.nz/a-funny-thing-happened-on-the-way-to-humility/
https://services.snapper.co.nz/a-funny-thing-happened-on-the-way-to-humility/
https://services.snapper.co.nz/a-funny-thing-happened-on-the-way-to-humility/
https://services.snapper.co.nz/a-funny-thing-happened-on-the-way-to-humility/
https://services.snapper.co.nz/how-we-delivered-a-better-customer-experience-and-saved-money-at-the-same-time-really/
http://www.asknice.ly
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Your users love you! What now?

At Snapper, NPS is one of our Key 
Performance Indicators. But the 
benefits of a positive brand image 
don’t end at key measurements. Other 
benefits we have observed include:
• When things go wrong, our users 

are more understanding – we have 
some credit in the bank. They even 
advocate for us with complainers on 
social media. 

• We are better equipped to deal with 
our users when there is a problem, 
as we are practised in the art of 
communication. 

• Our positive brand image has 
helped us save on cost to serve, 
as there are fewer complaints, and 
issues are resolved more quickly, 
thereby directly impacting our 
bottom line.

• Regular communication with our 
users feeds into our development 
backlog and informs the 
prioritisation of projects.

• We’re well armed with market 
intelligence should a competitor 
emerge in our local market.

The benefits of going the 
extra mile
What happened
In 2009, an update to our system caused 
a glitch which saw us reading reloads as 
tag-ons. It was a day or two before we 
realised and rolled back the release. By then 
some 5,000 Snapper cardholders had been 
impacted, and charged an extra $3 which 
they did not owe.

What we did
We immediately put out a press release, 
explaining what had happened and what 
users should do. About half of the 5,000 
impacted users were registered with 
Snapper, so we automatically refunded the 
charge directly onto those cards.

For the remaining half, we built an online app 
where they could enter their card number, 
we would validate it against a list of affected 
users, and then apply the refund.

Refunds could only be collected onto 
Snapper cards at Snapper Service Centres, 
so to make this easier, and to avoid queues 
at service centres, we set up makeshift 
stands at key locations around town. They 
were manned by Snapper staff, armed with 
tablets that could apply refunds onto cards.

The outcome
The users who were effected were blown 
away that we would care so much about 
refunding $3 onto their cards. Indeed,  
many had not noticed the charge at all.  
We received countless messages of thanks 
and praise. 

Our ‘makeshift solution’ – carried on tablets 
by our staff – so impressed our users that it 
became a core building block for what would 
eventually be our mobile reload app.

Key takeaway
Proactively dealing with an issue helped 
us avoid complaints and damage to our 
reputation and built trust with our users.

Much like any relationship, love is fleeting if you don’t 
nurture and develop your customer care. It’s not a 
project, but an ongoing relationship, which you should 
adapt as required by changing customer life-stage, 
service requirements and technology. 
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www.nzmerino.co.nz/casestudy/icebreaker.php

http://pureadvantage.org/news/2011/08/11/icebreaker/

www.icebreaker.com

www.paddilund.com/

http://marketingforhippies.com/wp-content/uploads/2010/08/Paddi-Compilation.pdf

www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/marketing-and-sales/our-insights/linking-the-
customer-experience-to-value

When its all packaged together, this can 
seem like a daunting challenge however 
it is a journey, and every journey needs 
a first step.
• The easiest step to take is simply to 

start listening better – implement an 
NPS program, start searching social 
media to hear what customers are 
experiencing, and even though it 
can seem scary, ask them why they 
feel that way.

• Use that information to start looking 
at a customer experience that 
you can improve, and approach 
improvements iteratively. The 
solution doesn’t have to be 
technology driven; it could simply  
be a change to process. 

• Rinse and repeat – much of this is 
about building a new muscle in your 
company. Start small and build up.

The solution you can implement right now 

snapper’s eyes and ears

Snapper puts in place multiple channels to listen, observe 
and communicate with the customer so we keep in touch 

with current customer sentiment.
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